
Introduction 
The PA Municipalities Planning Code (MPC), Act 247 of 1968, as reenacted and amended, 

requires the Comprehensive Plan to consider the protection of natural resources. In 2003, 

the Centre County Board of Commissioners adopted a County-wide Comprehensive Plan 

which included background studies, inventories of existing conditions, goals, and 

recommendations. These recommendations, revised and updated continue to serve as a 

vision and a general direction for policy and community improvement. Those specific to 

agriculture will be discussed here along with implementation tools to achieve the 

recommendations. For more detailed background information please refer to the 2003 

Comprehensive Plan available on the Centre County Planning Department webpage: 

http://www.co.centre.pa.us/planning/compplan/default.asp#county. 

In 2005, Pennsylvania adopted the 

ñKeystone Principles for Growth, Investment 

and Resource Conservationò, a set of 

principles that have focused Pennsylvania 

on reinvestment and reuse of its assets.   

Initially intended for state agencies, these 

principles are becoming embraced by local 

governments as a tool to guide local 

decisions and have become adopted into 

county comprehensive plans.     

 

 

¶ Redevelop first 

¶ Provide efficient infrastructure 

¶ Concentrate development 

¶ Increase job opportunities 

¶ Foster sustainable businesses 

¶ Restore and enhance the environment 

¶ Enhance recreational and heritage 

resources 

¶ Expand housing opportunities 

¶ Plan regionally and implement locally 

¶ Be fair 

      

2020 Centre County Planning Opportunities 

Agriculture 

County-wide 
Planning 
Goals  

Adopted 2003 

 

#1 ð Identify, 
preserve, enhance 
and monitor 
agricultural 
resources. 

#2 ð Identify, 
preserve, and monitor 
environmental and 
natural resources. 

#3 ð Preserve historic 
and cultural 
resources. 

#4 ð Ensure decent, 
safe, sanitary and 
affordable housing in 
suitable living 
surroundings, 
compatible with the 
environment for all 
individuals. 

#5 ð Appropriately 
locate and maintain 
existing and proposed 
community facilities, 
utilities, and services 
for all residents. 

#6 ð Identify and 
promote economic 
development 
initiatives to maintain 
and grow a diverse 
economic base in 
each of the Countyôs 
planning regions. 
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The Keystone Principles 
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Current Trends and Considerations 
Agriculture is an important industry in Centre County. In 2003, the County Comprehensive Plan recorded that approximately two 

acres of farmland were lost to other uses per day ð the equivalent of an average size Centre County farm every three months.  

However, from 2006 to 2010, agricultural land increased from 108,344 Acres to 108,693 Acres, due to forest conversion and a 

decrease in development activities. According to the 2017 Census of Agriculture, Centre County ranked 24th among the 67 

counties in Pennsylvania with 1,023 farms. While the number of farms has decreased by 14% the average farm size in acres has 

increased by 8% to 146 acres. 

Agriculture sales in Centre County account for $92 million or 1% of all agricultural sales in Pennsylvania. A Centre County farm 

sold on average $89,422 of products in 2017. Only 1% to 2% of locally grown products are consumed by County residents. With 

programs in place that encourage the consumption of locally grown foods, farm land preservation, and better farm practices, 

agriculture will continue to have a significant influence on Centre Countyôs economy.  
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Farming: Changes and 
Challenges 
Around 10,000 years ago, nomadic hunter

-gatherer societies began cultivating the 

land and domesticating herd animals. 

This shift to a settled agricultural lifestyle 

enabled the formation of civilizations, and 

until the industrial revolution the vast 

majority of individuals labored in 

agriculture. Until that time, food 

production was labor-intensive and time-

consuming. 

The industrial revolution had two major 

impacts on the farming lifestyle: (1) 

advances in mechanical farm equipment 

lessened both the amount of labor and 

time needed for crop production and (2) 

non-farm employment opportunities 

offering better pay became available. 

After WWII, more of the population left 

family farms to join the labor force. Aging 

farmer populations, unable to maintain 

their farms and with no one to take over 

their operations, sold or subdivided their 

land. In many cases, subdivided farmland 

has been sold to developers, and the 

promise of generating fast capital makes 

subdivision and sale an attractive option 

for agricultural landowners. 

Today in America, one acre of farmland 

per minute is lost to development. 

Farmland close to urban centers benefits 

from economic opportunities, but is also 

especially vulnerable to conversion. 

Programs and tools available to preserve 

farmland  while securing property market 

value for farmers are discussed later in 

the chapter. 

 

Land use conversion (1980-2010): Red areas have been converted from          

agriculture or forest to residential, industrial, or commercial uses. 

The Dairy Crisis 
Pennsylvania and Centre County dairy 

farmers are facing tough economic times 

with what has been coined ñthe Dairy 

Crisisò. Milk prices per weight are at a five

-year low, the consumption and demand 

for milk has decreased, and there are 

limited regional processing facilities for 

raw milk and dairy products. With an 

overabundance of supply, some milk 

cooperatives have canceled contracts 

with local dairy farms. As a result, there is 

a large degree of uncertainty as to 

whether or not these dairy farms will still 

be in operation in the near future. Some 

agriculture economists predict that dairy 

farmers will simply sell off their herds and 

exit dairy farming altogether. Others 

predict that the overall number of dairy 

farms will decrease but the average dairy 

herd (number of cows per farm) will 

significantly increase. 

Milk exports, however, have become a 

global issue which really highlights the 

scope of Pennsylvaniaôs agricultural 

industries. The demand for milk (and the 

recent downturn in demand) from 

European countries illustrates our position 

as a food-supplier, particularly in an age 

when food security issues and access to 

food is drawing more scrutiny.  

The Pennsylvania Department of 

Agriculture and the Center for Dairy 

Excellence commissioned a study to 

determine the economic benefits of 

adding additional milk processing capacity 

in Pennsylvania to produce other dairy 

products such as cheese. Siting a milk 

processing plant would markedly increase 

the use of Pennsylvania milk being 

shipped out-of-state. The full study can be 

found online at http://DairyMarkets.org/

PA/Plant_Capacity. 

The report summarized that central 

Pennsylvania  (State College) showed 

potential as a location for a milk 

processing plant to by reducing supply 

chain costs, most notably transportation. 



Urban Sprawl and 
Leapfrog Development 
The greatest challenge facing the 

preservation of farmland is encroaching 

suburbanization.  Urban sprawl is a threat 

to agricultural land because the high 

quality soils used for farming are also 

desirable for developers.  With urban 

sprawl comes the fact that people are 

consuming more land, even when 

population and density remains steady.  

Signs and symptoms of urban sprawl 

include: 

¶ Large-lot residential development 
with low resident densities 

¶ Strip malls, big box stores, and retail 
stores are ñdecentralizedò from a 
traditional downtown 

¶ Land uses highly segregated; few 
mixed-use development areas 

¶ Transportation limited to automobile 
access, people highly dependent on 
personal vehicles 

Such patterns result in the reduction of 

open space and agricultural areas.  

Sprawl occurs more frequently in rural 

localities without land use controls and 

zoning ordinances. 

Farmland that is close to urban areas is 

especially vulnerable to sprawling 

development. This farmland is also 

uniquely positioned to benefit from and 

serve urban areas through processing 

centers and local markets for agricultural 

goods.  

Leapfrog development is another 

inefficient use of land.  Agricultural land is 

targeted by leapfrog development 

because most farmland is located away 

from prime real estate, which means it 

could be purchased by developers at a 

lower cost.  However, leapfrogging means 

developments are located beyond existing 

infrastructure (water, sewerage, utilities, 

roads, etc.). Providing the infrastructure in 

turn increases the development costs - off 

setting the desirable low land value.  

Unlike urban sprawl which occurs in a 

linear pattern, leapfrog developments  

skip throughout the landscape, like 

pockets of urbanization.  Signs and 

symptoms of leapfrog development mirror 

those of urban sprawl, making residents 

more dependent on automobiles for 

transportation.   

 

Opponents of urban sprawl and leapfrog 

development argue that these patterns 

are detrimental to the environment and 

culture of rural areas:  

¶ Increased dependence on 
automobiles creates more vehicle 
trips and more automobile emissions 

¶ Loss of land as a natural filter for 
drinking water recharge areas 

¶ Agriculture land buffers communities, 
reinforcing heritage and identity 

Proponents of sprawl and leapfrogging 

argue that people prefer to live in the 

suburbs and desire the independence of 

traveling in their own vehicles. 

Below: Poorly balanced, inefficient 

sprawl erodes open space and other 

valuable community uses. 

Given the legal constraints that govern land use regulation and the powerful economic forces 

that drive land development and real estate speculation, it is not surprising that sprawl 

continues to prevail. 

Brandywine Conservancy, 2003 
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Images: Arendt, Randall. Rural By Design. Chicago: Planners Press, 1994. 


